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J .R .R . T o l k ie n 's  " L e a f  b y  N ig g l e " :
A n  A l l e g o r y  i n  T r a n s f o r m a t i o n
M a r i e  N e l s o n
J .R .R . T o lk ien 's  essay  "O n  F a iry -S to ries ,” w ith  its p resen ta tio n  of the  essen tia l 
fea tu res  of th e  fan tasy  genre, an d  h is  sto ry  "L eaf b y  N iggle ," w h ich  I in ten d  to 
show  is a re-te lling  of th e  sto ry  of th e  late fifteen th  cen tu ry  p lay  Everyman, w ere  
b o th  first sep ara te ly  p u b lished , T olkien  exp la ins in  h is  " In tro d u c to ry  N ote" to 
th e ir re-pub lica tion  to g e th e r in  Tree and Leaf. M y  p rim a ry  p u rp o se  h ere  is to  
p re sen t a re a d in g  of "L eaf b y  N igg le" w ith  reference to  its a p p a re n t source and  
to  te rm s T olkien  defines in  "O n  Fairy-S tories," bu t, since T olkien  tells the 
Everyman  s to ry  in  w ays th a t can read ily  be re la ted  to  h is  o w n  life story, I w ill also 
g ive a tten tion  to  this sto ry  as H u m p h re y  C arp en te r a n d  T.A. S h ippey  tell it in  
J.R.R. Tolkien: A  Biography an d  J.R.R. Tolkien: A uthor o f the Century; as W ayne G. 
H am m o n d  a n d  C hris tina  Scull tell it in  J.R.R. Tolkien: A rtis t and Illustrator; an d  as 
it can be  re a d  in  C arp en te r a n d  C h ris to p h er T o lk ien 's  ed ition  of The Letters of 
J.R.R. Tolkien.
A s th e  fo llow ing  sequence of para lle ls  show s, T olkien  re-te lls th e  basic 
Everyman  s to ry  in  "L eaf b y  N iggle ."
Everyman1
G od decrees tha t each m an  m ust 
face a "rekenynge" (lines 45-46).
"Leaf by Niggle" 2
N iggle has "a long journey to 
m ake" (87). A ware tha t little tim e 
rem ains, he nevertheless allows 
freq u en t in te rru p tio n s  to  keep  h im  
from  com pleting  h is  p a in tin g  of h is 
Tree.
1 Everyman, reprinted by W.W. Greg from the edition by John Skot, will be the source for 
line citations to the play.
2 Page citations are to The Tolkien Reader. "Leaf by Niggle" was first published in  The Dublin 
Review, January 1945, while the essay "On Fairy-Stories" was originally composed as an 
Andrew Lang lecture delivered at the University of St. Andrews in  1938 and "eventually 
published" by Oxford University Press in 1947 in Essays Presented to Charles Williams. The 
story and essay then appeared together under the title Tree and Leaf "when the Lord of the 
Rings was beginning to unroll itself," Tolkien writes, and were republished in The Tolkien 
Reader when Tree and Leaf had become "no longer easy to obtain" (2).
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Everyman
D eath appears and says to  Everyman, 
"thou  m ust take a longe Iourney" (103).
Everym an offers D eath a thousand 
pounds to  delay his departure. He asks 
tha t Fellowship, K indred, Cousin, and 
Goods be allowed to  accom pany him. 
All refuse, bu t G ood Deeds, if he w ere 
no t so "sore bounde" (487) by 
Everym an's sins, w ou ld  be w illing to 
help.
Knowledge leads Everym an to 
Confession, w ho gives him  a "precyous 
Iewell [...] Called penaunce voyder of 
aduersyte" (557-58).
Everym an accepts the gift and  the duty  
to  scourge him self tha t accom panies it.
Good Deeds and  Knowledge 
accom pany Everym an as he continues 
his journey.
Beauty, Strength, Discretion, and Five 
Wits appear and  offer support, bu t 
cannot go w ith Everym an as he 
continues his journey.
Everym an travels on  and m eets an 
A ngel w ho w ill lead him  on  to heaven.
"Leaf by Niggle"
A n Inspector and Driver appear. They 
announce that N iggle m ust set forth 
(94-95).
The Driver refuses to grant N iggle's 
request for delay and  takes him  to the 
tra in  station from  w hich he m ust depart 
(96).
N iggle is transported  by tra in  through a 
"dark  tunnel" to  a place w here he is p u t 
in  an am bulance tha t takes h im  to a 
"W orkhouse Infirm ary" (96-97).
N iggle learns th rough  confinem ent and 
h a rd  w ork how  to "take up a task the 
m om ent one bell rang, and  lay it aside 
p rom ptly  the m om ent the next one 
w ent, all tidy  and  ready to  be continued 
at the right tim e" (98).
Niggle, aw akening from  a "gift" of 
Gentle Rest, hears tw o Voices debating 
his fate. H is com plaints m ay negate 
their redem ptive value bu t he has often 
perform ed good deeds, and  the First 
Voice reluctantly agrees to  let him  "go 
on  to  the next stage" (102).
N iggle's unaccom panied journey by 
tra in  continues—now  th rough  a w orld  
of bright day ligh t—to a place w here 
"Before h im  [stands] the Tree, his Tree, 
finished" (103).
A shepherd comes w ho m ay, w hen  
N iggle is ready, guide him  to the 
M ountains he has glim psed betw een 
the leaves of his Tree.
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A s S h ippey  observes, "A llegorical m ean in g  is signaled  a t once b y  the 
first sentence [of "L eaf b y  N igg le"]"  (267). T his sentence read s  "T here  w as once a 
little  m an  n a m e d  N iggle, w h o  h a d  a long  jo u rn ey  to m ak e"  ("Leaf" 87), an d  it is 
im m ed ia te ly  ev id en t th a t N ig g le 's  sto ry  w ill be th e  sto ry  of Everyman  re to ld . A nd  
if th ere  is an y  d o u b t ab o u t this, w h en  Tolkien, h a v in g  to ld  of N igg le 's  
p reoccupa tion  w ith  h is  life w o rk —th e  p a in tin g  of h is  T re e —a n d  of th e  m an y  
in te rru p tio n s  to  h is  p rogress, w rites  th a t "At len g th  N ig g le 's  tim e becam e rea lly  
p recious. H is acquain tances in  th e  d is tan t to w n  b eg an  to  rem em b er th a t th e  little 
m a n  h a d  go t to  m ak e  a troub lesom e jou rney , an d  som e b eg an  to  calculate h o w  
long  at th e  la test h e  cou ld  p u t off sta rtin g "  (90), w e k now  th a t N iggle, like 
E verym an, h as com e very  close to  th e  en d  of h is  life.
T he "acqua in tances in  th e  d is tan t to w n " w h o  an tic ipate  N igg le 's  
d ep a rtu re  do  n o t assum e the s ta tu s  of F ellow ship , K indred , o r C ousin , 
p e rson ified  abstrac tions w ho, a long  w ith  G oods a n d  G ood D eeds; K now ledge 
an d  C onfession; an d  B eauty, S trength , D iscretion , a n d  Five W its, m ak e  Everyman 
a clear exam ple  of the  type  of a llegory  M .H . A b ram s defines as " th e  allegory  of 
ideas, in  w h ich  th e  lite ra l characters rep re sen t abstrac t concepts a n d  th e  p lo t 
serves to  com m unicate  a doctrine  or thesis" (A  Glossary o f Literary Terms 4-5), but, 
as w e read  "L eaf b y  N iggle" an d  see the para lle ls  be tw een  Everyman a n d  "Leaf" 
un fo ld , th is  question  com es to  m ind : W hy  w o u ld  J.R.R. Tolkien, w ho  is often 
q u o ted  as say ing  th a t h e  "co rd ia lly  dislike[d] a llegory  in  all its m an ifesta tions" 
(Lord o f the Rings F o rew o rd  xxiv), choose to re-te ll th e  sto ry  of Everyman?
Before b eg in n in g  to  try  to  an sw er th is question , I sh o u ld  n o te  th a t 
T olkien  w as m ore  specific ab o u t th e  kind  of a llegory  h e  co u ld n 't s tan d  in  a le tter 
to  p u b lish e r M ilton  W aldm an  in  w h ich  h e  w ro te  "I d islike A lleg o ry —the 
conscious and intentional allegory [italics m ine]"  (Letters 145). A nd, ju d g in g  from  a 
s ta tem en t of in ten tio n  th a t su rv ives in  a d ra ft of a le tte r to  P eter H astings, the 
m an ag e r of th e  N ew m an  B ookshop in  O xford, in  w h ich  h e  w ro te  "I tr ied  to  show  
allegorically  h o w  [sub-creation] m ig h t com e to  be  tak en  u p  in to  C reation  in  som e 
p lan e  in  m y  'p u rg a to ria l ' sto ry  Leaf by Niggle" (Letters 195), it w o u ld  seem  th a t 
T olkien  d id  find  allegory  th a t served  a justifiab le  in te n tio n —like h e lp in g  h im  to 
u n d e rs ta n d  a n d  exp la in  h is  o w n  creative p ro ce ss—to be  acceptable.
L etters T olkien  w ro te  to  p u b lish e r S tan ley  U n w in  a n d  to  C aro line 
E verett, w h o  w as eng ag ed  in  research  for a thesis ab o u t h is w ork , can, how ever, 
be  re a d  as den ia ls th a t h e  h a d  an y  p u rp o se  like th is in  m in d  w h en  h e  w ro te  "L eaf 
b y  N iggle ." In  a le tte r to  U n w in  d a ted  circa 18 M arch  1945, T olkien  w ro te  th a t 
" th a t sto ry  w as the  on ly  th in g  I h av e  ever done  w h ich  cost m e  abso lu te ly  no  
p a in s  a t all." H ere, co n trasting  th e  com position  of "L eaf" w ith  h is  u su a l 
"d ifficu lty  a n d  end less  rew ritin g ,"  T olkien  w ro te  "I w oke u p  one m o rn in g  (m ore 
th a n  2 years ago) w ith  th a t o d d  th in g  v ir tu a lly  com plete  in  m y  h ead "  (Letters 
113). A n d  years later, in  h is  24 June  1957 response  to  h e r  req u es t for in fo rm ation
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ab o u t o th er stories h e  m ig h t h ave  w ritten , h e  w ro te  to  E verett, "I h av e  n o t 
p u b lish ed  any  o th er sh o rt sto ry  b u t Leaf by Niggle. T hey  do  n o t arise in  m y  m ind . 
Leaf by Niggle arose su d d en ly  a n d  a lm ost com plete. I t w as w ritten  d o w n  a lm ost 
a t a sitting , an d  very  n ea rly  in  th e  fo rm  in  w h ich  it n o w  ap p ea rs"  (Letters 257). 
B ut Shippey, h a v in g  n o ted  th a t T olkien received  a req u es t from  th e  ed ito r of The 
Dublin Review  on  6 S ep tem ber 1944 for "a  sto ry  w h ich  w o u ld  h e lp  h is  m agaz ine  
to  be 'a n  effective expression  of C atho lic  h u m an ity '"  a n d  th a t h e  sen t "L eaf by  
N igg le" to  h im  on  12 O ctober, w h ich  "b y  T o lk ien 's  s ta n d a rd s  [. . .] w as 
p rac tica lly  b y  re tu rn  of po st"  (266), exp ressed  h is  d o u b ts  th a t T olkien  could  have  
w ritten  th e  sto ry  so quickly. I t seem ed  m ore  likely  to  Shippey, tak in g  h is  no rm al 
com position  p rocesses in to  account, th a t T olkien  h a d  a lread y  w ritten  "L eaf by  
N igg le" w h en  h e  received  th e  req u es t th a t led  to  its first pub lication .
O f course m ore  w as invo lved  in  its com position  th a n  the  su d d e n  
appea ran ce  of "L eaf b y  N iggle" on  th e  page . If in  fact h e  h a d  n o t a lread y  w ritten  
it w h en  h e  received  the  Dublin Review  ed ito r 's  request, th e  basic  Everyman  sto ry  
w o u ld  n everthe less  h av e  been  s to red  in  T o lk ien 's m ind , re ad y  to  be  re to ld . By 
th is tim e, P au l H . K ocher notes, T olkien  h a d  a d eep  an d  com prehensive  
u n d e rs ta n d in g  of m ed ieva l lite ra tu re ; and , re fe rring  to  h is  g lo ssary  for K enneth  
S isam 's Fourteenth Century Verse and Prose, a d d s  th a t T olkien  "obv iously  k n ew  
m ed ieva l d ram a  w ell" (234). So m o re  th a n  a " su d d e n  ap p earan ce"  m u s t have  
b een  involved . T olkien  d id  n o t ju s t w rite  "L eaf b y  N iggle" as an  a lm ost 
im m ed ia te  response  to a  req u es t from  its first pub lisher. H is  g ro u n d w o rk  
p rep a ra tio n  in c lu d ed  years of careful, d ed ica ted  scholarship .
A n d  an o th e r so u rce—T olk ien 's  ow n  life ex p erien ce—m erits  
considera tion  as w ell. T he "K in d red "  of Everyman  m a y  or m a y  no t be  the 
ancesto r of C ouncillo r Tom pkins, Perkins, a n d  Atkins, w ho  briefly  ap p ea r in 
"Leaf," b u t th e  nam e "N igg le ," S h ippey  p o in ts  ou t, is d eriv ed  from  a  verb  
defined  in  the  Oxford English Dictionary as " 'T o  w o rk  . . . in  a trifling , fidd ling , or 
ineffective w ay  . . . to  w ork  or sp en d  tim e unn ecessa rily  on  p e tty  details , to  be 
over-e labora te  in  m in o r p o in ts ,'"  an d  h e  a d d s  th a t "T his w as certa in ly  a vice of 
w h ich  T olkien could  be accused" (267). T o lk ien 's p erso n a l "vice," then , becom es 
an  e lem en t th a t h e lp s  to  define  th e  cen tral figu re  of h is  re te lling  of th e  Everyman 
story. A n d  th is is ju s t one aspect of h is  o w n  experience th a t T olkien  inco rpo ra tes 
in  h is Everyman transfo rm ation .
B ut le t u s, for th e  m om ent, tu rn  back  to  Everym an . T he o p en in g  lines of 
T o lk ien 's  source are  considerab ly  m ore  d ram atic  th a n  th e  o p en in g  lines of "L eaf 
b y  N iggle ." T he first speaker is a M essenger w ho  issues a com m and  to  m em bers 
of h is  aud ience  to  listen  w ith  reverence  to  a "m ora ll p laye  [called] T he som onyge 
of eu e ry m an " (Everyman  lines 3-4) th a t w ill show  h o w  tran s ito ry  th e  lives of m en  
on  ea rth  are, an d  h o w  fe llow sh ip  and  jollity, streng th , p leasu re , an d  b eau ty  w ill 
fade  as quick ly  "as  floure in  m aye" (16-18). T he s te rn  voice of an  an g ry  G od
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d e te rm in ed  to "H au e  a rek en y n g e  of eu e ry  m an n es  p ersone"  (46) is the n ex t to 
be  h ea rd , an d  th en  D eath  appears , re ad y  to  obey  G o d 's  com m and  to  su m m o n  
E verym an  for h is  d ay  of reckoning . Fellow ship , K ind red , C ousin , an d  G oods 
com m unicate  a sing le  m essage: T hey  w ill n o t accom pany  E verym an  w h en  h e  is 
req u ired  to  set fo rth  on  h is  jou rney . G ood D eeds would accom pany  h im  if he 
w ere  n o t so s trong ly  h e ld  back b y  E v ery m an 's  sins, b u t a t th is  early  p o in t in  the 
sequence of even ts th e re  is little  th a t h e  can do  to  help . B ut K now ledge leads 
E verym an  to  C onfession, w h o  gives h im  a "p recyous Iew ell [...] called  p enaunce  
v o y d er of ad u ersy te"  (557-58), a g ift E verym an  g ra te fu lly  accepts a long  w ith  the 
d u ty  to  scourge  h im se lf th a t com es w ith  it. K now ledge an d  G ood D eeds n o w  
accom pany  E verym an  as h e  con tinues h is  jou rney . B eauty, S treng th , D iscretion, 
an d  F ive W its a p p ea r briefly , b u t th ey  do  n o t jo in  E verym an  as h e  travels on  to  a 
p lace w here  h e  m eets an  A ngel w ho  w ill lead  h im  on  to  heaven .
A n d  now , tu rn in g  to T o lk ien 's  E verym an  story, w e find  th a t no  
M essenger calls for o u r a tten tion  here . G enera tions after the p la y  w as reg u la rly  
p e rfo rm ed  b y  trav e lin g  actors, w e sim ply  o p en  to  th e  p rin ted  p age  of The Tolkien 
Reader. W e m ay , how ever, h e a r echoes of th e  o m in o u s voice of D eath  w h en  the 
In spec to r a n d  D river ap p ear, an d  it is possib le, b o rro w in g  a w o rd  S h ippey  uses 
to  refer to  th e  p rocess Tolkien, w ho  w as b o th  a w rite r an d  a v isual artist, called 
u p o n  to  create th e  p a in te r N iggle, to  see a "b ifu rca tion" of D ea th  in  the  "N iggle" 
In spec to r a n d  D river. D eath , w hose  p a r t w as p e rfo rm ed  b y  a single actor in 
Everyman, becom es tw o  characters in  "L eaf b y  N iggle."
T he In spec to r p resen ts  N igg le  w ith  h is  sum m ons. S u p p o rtin g  h is 
au th o rity  as "In spec to r of H o u ses"  b y  h o ld in g  u p  h is  "ap p o in tm en t card ,"  he 
rep rim a n d s  h im  for n o t h a v in g  h e lp ed  h is ne ig h b o r p ro p e rly  rep a ir th e  d am age 
to  h is  ho m e caused  by  a recen t storm . "T h at is the law ," th e  Inspecto r says, an d  
h e  says it tw ice (95). T he D river, w ho  ap p ea rs  a lm ost im m ed ia te ly  after the 
In sp ec to r 's  knock on  h is  doo r in te rru p ts  N igg le 's  w ork , th en  takes on th e  ro le of 
D eath  w ith  th is announcem en t, "You s ta rt to d ay  on  yo u r jou rney , you  know " 
(96). T he tw o -w o rd  e n d in g  of the  D riv er 's  speech  m a y  sligh tly  u n d e rc u t the 
seriousness of h is  sum m ons, bu t, th o u g h  h is  u tte ran ce  h a rd ly  equa ls th e  stern  
com m and  of D eath  to  E verym an, a m a n  he sees as one w h o  p ay s  little  h eed  to  h is 
[D eath 's] "cu m m y n g e" an d  w h o se  "m y n d e  is on  flesshely  lustes a n d  h is 
treasu re"  (81-82), the  D river 's  assertion  neverthe less  functions as a com m and  
N igg le  m u s t h e a r and , w h e th e r o r n o t h is  b ag  is packed , obey. H e  should h ave  
packed , th e  D river tells N igg le  (heeded  th e  lesson Everyman specta to rs w ere  
ob liga ted  to  learn?), b u t the  "little  b ag "  in  th e  hall th a t N iggle  g rabs as h e  is 
u sh e red  o u t con ta ins "o n ly  a pain t-box  an d  a sm all book  of h is  ow n  sketches" 
(96).
T his last m in u te  act m a y  be an  unsp o k en , u n in te n d e d  fu rth e r 
expression  of h is  verbal response  to  th e  D riv er 's  an n o u n cem en t th a t it is tim e for
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h im  to go. T he w eep in g  N ig g le 's  w o rd s  a t th is  p o in t a re  "O h  dear! [...] A n d  it's  
no t, n o t even  fin ished!" (96). T he " it"  of th is  sen tence is N ig g le 's  life w ork , h is 
p a in tin g  of a T ree th a t b eg an  w ith  ju s t "a  leaf cau g h t in  the  w in d "  an d  becam e a 
tree  th a t "[sent] o u t in n u m erab le  b ran ch es"  th a t g rew  in to  a v ision  th a t req u ired  
a canvas to  con tinue  its creation  a n d  a ta ll shed  to  shelter th e  w o rk  in  p ro g ress  
(88). B ut in  any  case th e  tired , sleepy  N iggle, su ffering  from  a cold p resu m ab ly  
caused  by  h is  g ru d g in g  v en tu re  in to  a d riv in g  s to rm  to  su m m o n  a doc to r for h is 
ne ig h b o r P a rish 's  a iling  w ife an d  a b u ild e r to  p a tch  h is  roof, is forced  to ab an d o n  
h is  pa in ting . A n d  h is  little  b ag  is lost, a long  w ith  h is  ability  to  m o v e  of h is  ow n  
volition, w h en  N igg le  is b u n d le d  in to  a com p artm en t on  a tra in  th a t takes h im  
th ro u g h  a long  d a rk  tu n n e l to  h is  firs t stop, a ra ilw ay  sta tion  from  w h ich  h e  is 
im m ed ia te ly  sen t to  " th e  W orkhouse  In firm ary ,"  w h ere  h e  is sen tenced  to w h a t 
can  be read  as a p ara lle l to  the "p en au n ce  v o y d er of ad u ersy ty e"  of Everyman  ll. 
557-58. N igg le 's  penance  is "d igg ing , carpen try , an d  p a in tin g  b are  b o a rd s  all one 
p la in  colour" (97). H a rd  labor for an  artist!
I h esita te  to  eq u a te  th e  tw o  voices N iggle  h ea rs  w h en  h e  aw akens from  
th e  G entle T rea tm en t res t he  is a llow ed  after h is  tim e in  th e  W orkhouse  
In firm ary  (P urgatory) w ith  th e  voices of G od  th e  F a ther an d  G od  th e  Son, as Pau l 
N o lan  H y d e  read s  th em  in  h is essay  "L eaf an d  K ey" (29); as an  u p d a te  of a 
D an te 's  Purgatorio d ebate  be tw een  th e  fo u r d au g h te rs  of G od, w ith  
R igh teousness an d  T ru th  o p p o sed  to  M ercy  a n d  Peace, as P au l H . K ocher read s  
th em  in M aster o f Middle-earth (164); o r as th e  voices of Justice  a n d  M ercy, two of 
th e  d au g h te rs  of G od, as T om  S h ippey  suggests in J.R.R. Tolkien: A uthor o f the 
Century (276), b u t it seem s clear th a t T olkien  is again  m ak in g  u se  of b ifu rca tion  to 
tell h is  story. T his tim e th e  sp litting  in  tw o  is no t th e  creative p rocess th a t 
en ab led  T olkien  th e  w rite r to  tell a sto ry  of an o th e r side of h im self as T olkien  the 
v isu a l artist, b u t a separa tion  of th e  single voice of th e  stern ly  ju d g m en ta l G od  of 
Everyman  in to  tw o  voices. A n d  th is resu lts  in  a debate  th a t can alm ost be h e a rd  as 
a tria l scene invo lv ing  tw o  Ju d g es  w h o  are  no t seen, b u t on ly  h e a rd  b y  N igg le  as 
h e  aw akens.
T he F irst Voice is severe ly  ju d g m en ta l an d  th e  Second V oice speaks in 
N ig g le 's  defense. C arefu l n o t to  oversta te  h is  case, th e  Second Voice says th a t 
N igg le  has, albeit u n w illing ly , h e lp ed  h is  ne ighbor P arish  a n u m b er of tim es 
w ith  h is p rob lem s w ith  p ro p e rty  m a in tenance  a n d  w ith  h is  o w n  h ea lth  concerns 
an d  those  of h is  w ife; an d  h is  assertion  th a t N iggle  nev er expected  an y  g ra titu d e  
for th is m ak es a positive im press ion  on  th e  F irst Voice. B ut N igg le  is no t h e lp ed  
s im p ly  b y  the  good  d eed s  h e  h im se lf h as p e rfo rm ed  d u rin g  h is  tim e on  earth . H e 
is also h e lp ed  b y  h is a ttrib u tio n  of g eneros ity  to h is  ne ighbor Parish . A n d  it is the 
Second V oice 's re p o r t of N ig g le 's  concern for Parish , w ho, h e  says, w as "a  very  
go o d  neighbor, an d  let m e  h ave  excellent p o ta toes v e ry  cheap, w h ich  saved  m e a 
lo t of tim e" th a t lead s to  th e  F irst V oice 's "D id  he? [...] I am  g lad  to  h e a r i t ' '  (101).
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A n d  as w e la ter see, Parish  believes th a t N ig g le 's  re p o r t of h is  generos ity  w as a 
go o d  d eed  th a t h e lp ed  h im  w h en  his tu rn  to  set fo rth  cam e. T he G ood D eeds 
character of T o lk ien 's  source m a y  surv ive, then , n o t as a person ified  abstraction , 
b u t in  th e  g ru d g in g  h e lp  N iggle  p ro v id es  for h is  ne ighbor, in  P a rish 's  d o w n-to - 
ea rth  generosity , an d  in  N ig g le 's  w illingness to  speak  w ell of P arish  an d  his 
in q u iry  ab o u t h is  n e ig h b o r 's  w ell being. A n d  these  can be seen n o t p rec ise ly  as a 
sequence of tran sfo rm atio n s p erh ap s , b u t as traces of a p rim a ry  v ir tu e  m em bers 
of th e  Everyman  aud ience  w ere, as a "D octou r" w ho  de livered  th e  final m essage  
of th e  p la y  to ld  them , ob liga ted  to  rem em ber. T hey  w ere  to  fo rsake  "p ry d e "  an d  
rem em b er th a t "b eau te ,"  "[five] w y ttes ,"  a n d  "s tren g th "  all finally  forsake 
"eu e ry  m an ,"  a n d  th a t th ey  can take  on ly  th e ir "g o o d  d ed es"  w ith  th em  to 
h eav en  (904-7).
S o—Tolkien sa id  h e  h a te d  allegory, b u t h e  re to ld  the  Everyman  story. In  
a n u m b er of le tte rs Tolkien, th e  a p p a ren tly  constan t w riter, also re sp o n d ed  in 
n eg a tiv e  te rm s to  questions th a t seem ed  in ten d ed  to  lead  to  in te rp re ta tio n  of h is 
fiction in te rm s of even ts in  h is  o w n  life. H e  m ay  h av e  w ritten  in  h is  Tree and Leaf 
" In tro d u c to ry  N o te" th a t one of the  sources of "L eaf b y  N iggle" w as "a  g rea t- 
lim bed  p o p la r tree  th a t [...] w as su d d en ly  lo p p ed  an d  m u tila ted  b y  its ow ner" 
(2), a n d  H am m o n d  a n d  Scull p ro v id e  a b u n d a n t ev idence of T olkien  th e  v isual 
a rtis t 's  ded ica tion  to  c a p tu rin g  the  essence of in d iv id u a l trees an d  forests, b u t in 
an  O ctober 1971 d ra f t of a le tte r to P eter Szabo Szen tm ihaly i h e  declared , "O ne of 
m y  stro n g est op in ions is th a t investiga tion  of an  au th o r 's  b io g rap h y  (or such 
g lim pses of h is  'p e rso n a lity ' as can  be  g leaned  b y  th e  curious) is an  en tire ly  vain 
an d  false ap p ro ach  to  h is  w o rk s—an d  especially  to  a work o f narrative art, of 
w h ich  the  object a im ed  a t b y  the  au th o r w as to  be enjoyed as such" (Letters 414, 
italics original). But, as the  fo llow ing  sequence of para lle ls  from  S h ip p ey 's  J.R.R. 
Tolkien: Author o f the Century suggests, it is d ifficu lt not to  m ak e  connections 
be tw een  "L eaf b y  N igg le" an d  T o lk ien 's  life story. T olkien  m a y  h av e  op p o sed  
efforts to  re a d  an  au th o r 's  life in to  h is  fiction, b u t "L eaf b y  N igg le" can be  read  
n o t ju s t as a tran sfo rm atio n  of an  a llegory  from  an  earlie r tim e, b u t as S h ippey  
read s  it, as a sto ry  of T o lk ien 's  ow n  life.
"Leaf by Niggle"
"N iggle" (proper noun): nam e of 
central character.
The "long journey" Niggle m ust take 
(87).
Life of Tolkien
"'To niggle,' according to the OED, 
m eans 'To w ork . . . in  a trifling 
fiddling, or ineffective w ay . . . to  w ork 
or spend tim e unnecessarily on petty  
details; to be over-elaborate in m inor 
points'" (267).
No doubt about w hat "journey" m eans — 
the long journey is death  (267).
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"Leaf by Niggle"
A rtist — N iggle w as a pain ter .
Prim ary concern: finishing the Tree (88) .
Tow nsm en's question about w hether 
N iggle's garden  w ould  be better kept 
by the next p roperty  ow ner (90).
Time — autum n, "very w et and 
w indy" (90).
Distractions: Parish 's requests for help 
(91-94).
Life of Tolkien
W riter and A rtist — Tolkien was "pre­
em inently" a w riter, bu t he w as also an 
artist (268).
Prim ary concern: com pleting the w hole 
history from  the creation of A rda to ld  in  
The Silmarillion to the end  of the Third 
Age (269).
Colleagues' criticism, conjectures about 
w ho w ould  get Tolkien's Oxford 
U niversity Chair w hen  he retired (269­
73).
Tolkien in  his late forties (273).
Distractions: m ultip le duties of Oxford 
Professor: tutorials, lectures, scholarly 
publication, etc. (272).
S h ippey  first g ives a tten tion  to  the  v e rb -p ro p er n o u n  connection  
be tw een  T o lk ien 's  a p p a ren tly  a lm ost com pulsive re -w ritin g  an d  th e  n am e he  
g ives to  N iggle. H e  th en  show s h o w  T olkien  "b ifu rca tes,"  o r calls u p o n  tw o  
d iffe ren t sides of h is  o w n  creative life. Tolkien, S h ippey  w rites, w as " p re ­
em inen tly " a w riter, an d  th is is w h a t enab les h im  to te ll N ig g le 's  story, b u t in  
te lling  h is  sto ry  h e  focuses on  N ig g le 's  skills of v isual rep resen ta tion .
T olkien consisten tly  d o w n p lay ed  h is  o w n  skills as a v isual a rtis t in 
le tte rs to  pub lishers , b u t H u m p h re y  C arp en te r g ives a tten tion  to  early  
dem o n s tra tio n s of h is  d raw in g  skill in  th e  "B irm ingham " sequence of "P a rt II, 
1892-1916" of h is  Tolkien b iog raphy , n o tin g  th a t th e  y o u n g  T olkien w as especially  
go o d  a t d ra w in g  trees a n d  th a t "h e  liked  m o s t of all to  be  w ith  trees"  (22). A nd  
W ayne G. H am m o n d  an d  C hris tina  Scull, h a v in g  b eg u n  "E arly  W ork," C h ap te r I 
of J.R.R. Tolkien: A rtis t and Illustrator, w ith  a reference to  T o lk ien 's  descrip tion  of 
N igg le  as a pa in te r, "b u t n o t a very  successful one, p a rtly  because  h e  h a d  m an y  
o th er th in g s to  do ," p ro v id e  rep resen ta tio n s  (none of w h ich  are  la rg e r th a n  the 
d raw in g s  an d  pa in tin g s them selves, w h ich  n ev er exceeded  tw elve  inches in  
h e ig h t o r w id th ), a long  w ith  descrip tions of h is  w ork  in  su p p o r t of th e ir assertion  
th a t th o u g h  T olkien  "w as by  no  m ean s  a p ro fessional a rtist [...] h e  w as no  
d ile ttan te"  (9). H am m o n d  an d  Scull observe, as C arp en te r does, th a t trees w ere  
one of T o lk ien 's  cen tra l passions, an d  trees can be seen to p lay  a m ajor ro le in  the
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topo g rap h ica l d raw in g s  th ey  p re sen t in  th e ir o p en in g  chapter. A n d  h e re  they  
also w rite  th a t T olkien  "w o u ld  strugg le  th ro u g h  several versions of a p ictu re , if 
n eed ed , to  cap tu re  h is  in n er v is ion" (9). A n d  th u s  w e h av e  a doub le  connection  
be tw een  T olkien th e  v isu a l a rtis t a n d  the p a in te r of "L eaf by  N iggle": h is love of 
trees a n d  h is N iggle-like w illingness to  sp en d  the  tim e a n d  effort req u ired  to  g ive 
fo rm  to h is  though ts .
A s for S h ip p ey 's  " a u tu m n "  connection  to T o lk ien 's  age a t th e  tim e he  
w ro te  h is  story, " th e  a u tu m n  of o u r years ,"  w ith  its suggestion  th a t w e m a y  n o t 
h av e  m u ch  tim e left, is a com m only  u se d  m etap h o r, an d  T olkien  frequen tly  
exp ressed  h is  concern  th a t h e  m ig h t n o t be able to  com plete  an d  achieve 
pub lica tion  of The Lord o f the Rings in  h is  letters. A s for th e  criticism  of h is 
colleagues, ju s t as N igg le  k n ew  th a t n e ig h b o rin g  to w n sm en  w ere  critical of the 
w ay  h e  k e p t h is  g arden , T olkien  k n ew  that, d esp ite  th e  fact th a t (as S h ippey  
p o in ts  out) h e  h a d  p u b lish ed  ab o u t a do zen  scholarly  articles before  1939, som e 
of h is  co lleagues ta lked  ab o u t h is  fa ilu re  to  con tinue  to  p u b lish  a t th is  ra te  (272). 
(The fact th a t a single Beowulf article is cited as "O ne Essential Essay" a n d  "T he 
m o s t in fluen tia l lite ra ry  criticism  of th e  po em  ever p u b lish ed "  in  Bruce M itchell 
an d  F red  C. R ob in son 's  Beowulf: A n  Edition [235-6] w o u ld  n o t seem  likely  to  h ave  
im p ressed  them .) A ll these connections, then , can be seen as re su lts  of w h a t 
S h ippey  calls th e  "b ifu rca tion" of T olkien  the  w rite r  an d  T olkien  th e  artist.
A n d  T olkien w as also a gardener. H e  p ro v id e d  th is sh o rt self­
descrip tion  in  a le tte r to  D ebo rah  W ebster d a te d  28 O ctober 1958: "I am  in  fact a 
Hobbit (in all b u t size). I like gardens [em phasis m ine], trees, a n d  u n m ech an ized  
fa rm lan d s"  (Letters 288), an d  h e  refers in  a n u m b e r of le tte rs to  fam ily  m em bers 
to  w ork  h e  h as done  in  h is  g arden . In  an  11 M ay  1944 a irg ram  to h is  son 
C h ris to p h er Tolkien, for exam ple, h e  g ives a tten tion  to  LotR  p ro g ress  an d  w rites 
of " tim e  filled  w ith  lectures, house , g a rd en  (very  ex igen t ju s t now : law ns, hedges, 
m arrow -beds, w eed ing )" (Letters 79), a n d  w rites  aga in  on  21 M ay  to  rep o rt "I 
h av e  taken  ad v an tag e  of a b itte r cold g rey  w eek  (in w h ich  th e  law n s h av e  n o t 
g ro w n  in  sp ite  of a little  ra in) to  w rite"  (81). M ain tenance  of h is  g a rd en  m a y  n o t 
h av e  been  a m a tte r of com parab le  concern  to  N iggle, b u t T olkien nev erth e less  
inc ludes g a rd en in g  in  h is  Everyman  tran sfo rm ation . H e  assigns th is aspect of h is 
o w n  com plex perso n a lity  to  P arish , N ig g le 's  ne ighbor.
A n d  bicycling  w as also p a rt of T o lk ien 's  ev e ry d ay  life.3 A n O ctober 1944 
le tter to  C h ris to p h er T olkien  suggests th e  ro le  th a t r id in g  h is  bicycle p lay ed  in  
th e  creative p rocess th a t led  to  th e  pub lica tion  of "L eaf b y  N iggle":
3 It is apparent from a reproduction Hammond and Scull include in their "Early Life" 
chapter that in  addition to seeing himself as a writer and an artist, Tolkien also saw himself 
as a bicycle rider. In "High Life at Gipsy Green," a pencil and coloured pencil drawing that 
presents different aspects of the Tolkiens' daily life in  the early years of their marriage,
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I w as rid ing along on  a bicycle one day, no t so long ago, past the Radcliffe 
Infirm ary, w hen  I h ad  one of those sudden  clarities w hich som etimes 
come in dream s (even anaesthetic-produced ones). I rem em ber saying 
aloud w ith  absolute conviction: 'But of course! Of course tha t's  how  things 
really do w ork.' But I could no t reproduce any argum ent tha t h ad  led to 
this, though  the sensation w as the same as having been convinced by 
reason (if w ithout reasoning). (Letters 101)
N igg le  re lied  on  h is  bicycle for e rran d s  like con tac ting  a b u ild e r to 
rep a ir h is  n e ig h b o r 's  roof a n d  su m m o n in g  a docto r for P a rish 's  w ife. A nd, 
tu rn in g  to  the  tim e w h en  h e  aw akens after com pleting  h is  "p enance" and  
receives p erm iss io n  to  go to  th e  ra ilw ay  sta tion  an d  em bark  on  th e  n ex t stage of 
h is  jou rney , w e learn  th a t th e  tra in  takes N igg le  to  a p lace th a t seem s fam iliar. 
H ere  h e  sees a bicycle th a t seem s to  be  h is  an d  in  fact h a s  a yellow  label w ith  
N IGGLE w ritten  on  it. H e  sw iftly  rid es dow nhill, falls off h is  bicycle, an d  a g reen  
sh ad o w  falls u p o n  h im . H e  looks u p  a n d  sees " th e  Tree, h is  Tree, fin ished" (103).
T o lk ien 's  O ctober 1944 le tter to  C h ris to p h er tells of a su d d e n  "Aha!" 
m o m en t th a t I, since I h ave  been  bicycling  to  school to  teach  m y  classes for m ore  
years th an  I w ish  to  recall, can re la te  to. I d o n 't  k n o w  h o w  m a n y  tim es I h av e  h a d  
a su d d e n  in s ig h t w hen , after h o u rs  of flo u n d erin g , I finally  took  tim e  to  go o u t 
doo rs  an d  ge t on  m y  bike. But w h a t is re levan t here , as far as th e  "L eaf" / Life 
connection  is concerned , is th a t N igg le  h a s  ju s t been  re leased  from  the 
W orkhouse  In firm ary  an d  T olkien  w as r id in g  p a s t th e  Radcliffe Infirmary. A nd  
w h a t is m ore  significant, as far as T o lk ien 's  tran sfo rm atio n  of the  Everyman  sto ry  
is concerned , is w h a t N igg le  sees w h en  h e  looks a t th e  Tree. All its leaves are 
beau tifu l, b u t th e  m o s t b eau tifu l a re  th e  ones h e  know s w ere  "p ro d u ced  in 
collaboration  w ith  M r. P arish" (104).
N igg le  (a rep resen ta tio n  of T o lk ien 's  v isu a l a rtis t side) a n d  h is  ne ighbo r 
P arish  (a rep resen ta tio n  of h is  d o w n -to -earth  g a rd en in g  side) are  able, once th ey  
h av e  em erged  from  th e ir P u rg a to ry  experience, to  w o rk  to ge ther to  create  an 
idea l se tting  th a t w ill serve, in  th e  Second V oice 's la te r w ords, as "a  ho liday , an d  
a re fresh m en t [...] sp len d id  for convalescence, a n d  n o t on ly  for tha t, for m an y  it 
is th e  best in tro d u c tio n  to  th e  M o u n ta in s"  ("Leaf" 112). But th is is g e tting  ahead  
of th e  story. I sh o u ld  n o te  before  co n tinu ing  th a t it is a t th is p o in t th a t Parish, 
w h o  h a s  n o w  ga in ed  an  ability  to  see b e a u ty  th a t h e  d id  n o t h av e  before, says to 
N iggle, "T his is grand! [...] I o u g h tn 't  to  be here , really . T hank  you  for p u tt in g  in 
a good  w o rd  for m e" ("Leaf" 106). N igg le  re fu ses to  take  cred it for w h a t Parish  
sees as th e  good  d eed  th a t go t h im  o u t of the  p u rg a to ry  p h ase  of h is  jo u rney  
sooner th a n  h e  w o u ld  o th erw ise  h ave  been  able to  em erge. H e  gives cred it
Tolkien shows his wife Edith playing the piano and engaging in other activities, his young 
son John in his cot, and himself, in two very small representations, riding a bicycle (27).
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in s tead  to  th e  Second V oice for the ir o p p o rtu n ity  to  w o rk  to g e th e r to  crea te  an 
idea l w orld , an  ap p ro p ria te  se tting  for N ig g le 's  com pleted  Tree, w ith  "a  h o u se  in 
th e  hollow , th e  ga rd en , th e  grass, th e  forest, an d  all th e  co un try  [...] n early  
com plete, in  its o w n  p ro p e r fash ion" (107-8).
T his of course is n o t a precise  eq u iva len t to  an  appea ran ce  of G ood 
D eeds an y  m ore  th a n  the  sh ep h erd  (w ho w ill ap p ea r w h en  N igg le  an d  Parish  
h av e  com pleted  th e ir g a rd en  an d  N igg le  is a lm ost re ad y  to  go on  w h ile  Parish  
chooses to rem ain  a n d  w ait for h is  w ife) is a re incarna tion  of th e  A ngel w ho  
g u id es  E verym an  on  to  heaven . B ut T olkien  does, even  as h e  tells th e  Everyman 
sto ry  h is  o w n  w ay, con tinue  to inc lude  th e  essen tia l fea tu res  o f h is  source.
In  a le tte r to  h is  son M ichael d a te d  9 June 1941 T olkien  w ro te , "T here  is 
a p lace called  'h eav en ' w h ere  th e  good  h e re  u n fin ish ed  is com pleted ; a n d  w here  
th e  sto ries u n w ritten , a n d  th e  h o p es  un fu lfilled , a re  co n tinued"  (Letters 55). This, 
it w o u ld  seem , is a s ta tem en t of belief th a t can  be d irec tly  re la ted  to  S h ippey 's  
p resen ta tio n  in  "The Silmarillion: T he W ork  of H is  H ea rt"  (J.R.R. Tolkien: A uthor o f 
the Century 226-263) of T o lk ien 's  com m itm en t to  tell th e  w ho le  sto ry  th a t beg an  
w ith  The Silmarillion a n d  th e  creation  of A rda , an d  it leads to  y e t ano ther 
"L eaf"/L ife connection.
So far I h av e  focused  o n  w ays th a t T olkien sa id  h e  d id  not w a n t h is 
stories to be  read . H e  d id  n o t like allegory  of the  Everyman type, a llegory  
in ten d ed  to force a m essag e  u p o n  the  reader; an d  h e  d id  n o t w a n t read e rs  to read  
h is  fiction w ith  th e  in ten tio n  of d ed u c in g  w h a t in  h is  p erso n a l life caused  h im  
w rite  i t —even  though , I m ig h t ad d , h e  som etim es p o in te d  to  th e  connections 
h im self. I w ill tu rn  n o w  to considera tion  of w h a t h is  essay  "O n  Fairy-S tories" 
suggests ab o u t h o w  h e  would like h is sto ry  to  be  read .
Both th e  essay  "O n  Fairy-S tories" an d  th e  sto ry  "L eaf by  N iggle ," 
T olkien  w rites, develop  th e  sym bolism  o f tree  an d  leaf, an d  b o th  accom plish  th is 
th ro u g h  "su b -crea tio n ,"4 a w o rd  he  fo u n d  u se fu l for reference to  h u m a n  
en d eav o r th a t relies u p o n  th e  g ift o f im ag ination .
T olkien  defines th e  m o re  fam iliar w o rd  " im ag ina tion"  u p o n  w h ich  the 
m e a n in g  of "sub -crea tion" d ep en d s  as th e  capab ility  o f th e  h u m a n  m in d  to form  
"m en ta l im ages of th in g s n o t ac tua lly  p resen t"  ("O n Fairy-S tories" [OTS] 46). 
T his "g ift"  enables N igg le  to  see a v ision  of w h a t h is  T ree can becom e in  ju s t "a 
leaf cau g h t in  the  w in d "  ("Leaf" 88), a n d  it  can enab le  read e rs  to see " th e  little 
m a n  N iggle" as h e  con tinues to look b ey o n d  h is  ev e ry d ay  life obligations.
4 The Oxford English Dictionary, citing the publication of "On Fairy-Stories" in Essays 
Presented to Charles Williams, gives credit to Tolkien for introducing this w ord to the 
language with the following definition of sub-creation: "J.R.R. Tolkien's word for the process 
of inventing an imaginary or secondary world, different from the primary world but 
internally consistent."
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T olk ien 's  defin ition  of "Im ag ina tion ,"  then , is d irec tly  re la ted  to  the  w ay  he  
enab les us to  see th e  single w in d -b lo w n  leaf w ith  w h ich  N ig g le 's  v ision  of h is 
T ree begins, an d  th en  to  see him  w h en  h e  sees th e  com ple ted  T ree a n d  looks 
fo rw ard  to  the  M o u n ta in s an d  w h a t lies beyond .
A s T olkien  con tinues h is  defin ition  of th e  gen re  in  w h ich  h e  chose to 
w rite  h e  finds "E scape" to  be  one of the  m a in  functions of fa iry -sto ries (60), an d  
sees n o  fau lt in  th is (there  w ere  th in g s in  h is o w n  w o rld  like electric stree t lam ps 
th a t he  w o u ld  be  h a p p y  to escape from ). H e  th e n  tu rn s  to  " th e  o ld es t an d  deepest 
desire, th e  G reat Escape: th e  Escape from  D eath" (67). N iggle  of course canno t 
escape from  death . T he Inspecto r of H o u ses a n d  th e  D river com e to  h is  d o o r an d  
h e  know s th a t it is tim e. B ut th e  "conso lation  of th e  h a p p y  en d in g ,"  o r th e  "good  
ca tastrophe, the  su d d e n  joyous 'tu rn '"  (68-69) is also an  e lem en t of F an tasy  as 
T olkien  defines it, a n d  th is "eu ca tastro p h e"  is w h a t N iggle  experiences w h en  he  
em erges from  th e  W orkhouse  a n d  is tran sp o rted  to th e  w o n d ro u s  p lace w h ere  he  
sees h is Tree, com pleted .
In  "L eaf b y  N iggle ," N ig g le 's  skill as a p a in te r is a m an ifesta tion  of h is 
"sub-crea tive  art,"  th e  "opera tive  link" be tw een  "Im ag ina tion" a n d  "S ub ­
creation ," th e  m ak in g  th a t h u m a n  beings are capable of. A n d  the  "h a rd  
recogn ition" of "crea tive  fan tasy" w o u ld  seem  to re la te  to  an  acknow ledgem en t 
th a t life in  th is w o rld  h as certa in  requ irem en ts: g a rd en s  th a t p ro v id e  sustenance 
req u ire  care, shelters from  sto rm s req u ire  m ain tenance , a n d  everyone h as a 
responsib ility  to  re sp o n d  to  th e  n e e d  of h is  ne ighbo r. B ut Tolkien, w illing  to 
accep t its realities, is also d e te rm in ed  to see b ey o n d  the  ev e ry d ay  w orld . "W e 
sh o u ld  look a t g reen  again ," h e  w rite s  in  "O n  Fairy-S tories," "a n d  be  startled  
an ew  (bu t n o t b linded ) b y  b lue  an d  yellow  an d  red "  (57), and , since N igg le  is a 
sub-creation  of Tolkien, h e  can be g ra n te d  a "R ecovery ," a ren ew ed  capab ility  to 
see, w h en  h e  experiences h is  v ision  of th e  com ple ted  T ree a n d  th e  b eau ties  of the 
w o rld  th a t su rro u n d  it; an d  Parish , also a sub-creation , is able to  see b eau ty  th a t 
h e  could  n o t see before.
T olkien  g ives a tten tion  to  tw o  m ore  critical te rm s in  th e  "Fairy-S tory" 
sequence th a t bears  the  title  "R ecovery, Escape, C onso la tion ." H ere, h a v in g  first 
d is tanced  h im se lf from  th e  " tone  of scorn  or p ity  w ith  w h ich  'E scap e ' is n o w  so 
often  u sed "  (60), h e  tu rn s  to considera tion  of " th e  o ld es t an d  deep est desire, the 
G rea t Escape: th e  Escape from  D eath" (67). N iggle  is n o  m ore  able to  escape 
d ea th  th a n  E verym an  w as. H e  is a  m orta l m a n  an d  h e  m u s t die. B ut th is is n o t 
th e  end . A fter h is  p u rg a to ria l experience h e  is a llow ed  a "G rea t Escape," a n d  his 
sto ry  e n d s  w ith  th e  "conso lation  of the h a p p y  en d in g ,"  o r "E uca tastrophe ,"  
w hich , as Tolkien, th e  constan t philo logist, explains, is a  w o rd  " th a t does n o t 
d en y  th e  existence of dyscatastrophe, of so rrow  a n d  fa ilu re" (68). Both possib ilities 
are  p re sen t in  th e  sto ry  of N iggle. H e  could h av e  accepted  the  scorn of the 
tow nsm en , b u t h e  does n o t do th is. H e  pers is ts  in  h is g rea t am bition , h is
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in ten tio n  to  com plete  th e  task  to w h ich  h e  h a s  ded ica ted  h im self. A n d  th is leads 
h im  to "a  fleeting  g lim pse  of Joy, Joy b ey o n d  the  w alls of the  w orld , p o ig n an t as 
g rief" (OFS 68).
T he "p rim a ry  w o rld ,"  as T olkien defines it, is th e  w o rld  crea ted  by  G od, 
an d  h e re  h e  acknow ledges the d eb t of h u m a n  beings to  th e ir C reato r ju s t as the 
creato r of Everyman  acknow ledged  it. T o lk ien 's  "seco n d ary  w o rld "  is a w o rld  
crea ted  b y  th e  w rite r of fan tasy , w ho  th u s  becom es a "sub -crea to r."  T he sub ­
creato r is a h u m a n  being, h im self a creation  of G od, w h o  w ish es  in  som e 
m easu re  to  be  a rea l m aker, o r h o p es  th a t h e  is d ra w in g  on  reality . In  "L eaf by  
N igg le" T olkien  enab les u s  to  en te r a "rea l w o rld "  in  w h ich  to w n sm e n —w ith  
one exception, a m an  n a m e d  A tkins w h o  finds a frag m en t from  th e  canvas on 
w h ich  N igg le  w as p a in tin g  h is  tree, g ives it th e  title  "L eaf b y  N iggle ," an d  h a s  it 
fram ed  a n d  p laced  on  d isp la y —see N igg le  as a " little  m a n  w h o  n ev er am o u n ted  
to  m uch ."  A n d  h e  lead s u s  to  a p lace w h ere  N igg le  a n d  h is ne ig h b o r Parish  
recognize each  o th e r 's  stren g th s an d  take  g rea t p leasu re  in  w o rk in g  to ge ther to  
create, o r sub-create, ano ther w orld .
A s T olkien  en d s  the  sto ry  in  w h ich  h e  ex tends h is  o w n  abilities to  su b ­
create to  N igg le  a n d  h is  ne ig h b o r (an d  th is is a rad ica l d ifference from  h is 
so u rce—E verym an  h a d  no  choice b u t to obey D ea th 's  com m and), the  tw o  are 
sa id  to  h e a r the  Second V oice (w ho from  th e  tim e h e  firs t ap p ea rs  takes on  a role 
as N igg le 's  defen d er) tell w h a t th e  p lace N igg le  an d  Parish  h ave  m a d e  is n o w  
called. T he a rtis t a n d  th e  g a rd en e r learn  th a t th e  D river of th e  tra in  w ho  takes 
travelers to  th is p lace w h ere  they  can find  re sp ite  calls it "N ig g le 's  P arish ," an d  
w e, as w e com e to th e  e n d  of "L eaf b y  N iggle ," h ea r the  P o rte r 's  re p o r t of the ir 
response: "T hey  b o th  lau g h ed . L a u g h e d —th e  M o u n ta in s  ran g  w ith  it!" (112).
A n d  if w e can take p leasu re  in  th e ir lau g h te r T olkien h a s  accom plished  
h is  sto ry -te lling  p u rpose . W h a t is rem arkab le , o r one of th e  th ings th a t is 
rem arkab le , in  T o lk ien 's  tran sfo rm atio n  of a fifteen th  cen tu ry  p lay  in ten d ed  for 
o ra l p e rfo rm ance  to  a tw en tie th -cen tu ry  tex t to  be silen tly  read  is the  fact th a t the 
re a d e r—if she listens as she re a d s —can h ea r the  a u th o rity  in  th e  voice of the 
In spec to r as h e  iden tifies him self. T his is n o t th e  voice of th e  M essenger w ho  
serves th e  C reato r of Everyman, W ho  announces th a t H e, in  H is  m ajesty, 
perceives th a t th e  crea tu res to  w h o m  H e  h a s  g iven  life are  so d ro w n ed  in  sin th a t 
th ey  do  n o t k n o w  H im  as the ir G od, b u t th e  In spec to r leaves n o  d o u b t th a t he  
s trong ly  d isap p ro v es of N ig g le 's  fa ilu re  to  u se  th e  "canvas, w ood , w ate rp ro o f 
p a in t"  (95) h e  h a s  on  h a n d —a n d  h e  p o in ts  to  N ig g le 's  p a in tin g  in  process to 
show  w h a t h e  m ean s w h en  h e  says th i s —to  rep a ir  dam ages from  a recen t sto rm  
su s ta in ed  b y  h is n e ig h b o r 's  hom e, an d  the  D river 's  tw o  w o rd  order, "C om e 
along!" resonates w ith  a n o -nonsense  b rev ity  as w ell (96).
N igg le  h ea rs  th e  F irst an d  Second Voice debate  h is  fate as h e  lies in  the 
dark , a n d  h is hearing , th o u g h  T olkien  does n o t say  this, m a y  be  sh a rp en ed  b y  his
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d ep en d en ce  on  th is sense alone. H e  canno t see th e  tw o  speakers, an d  h e  does n o t 
k n o w  w h a t is h ap p en in g . A ll h e  can tell is th a t "T here  seem ed  to  be a M edical 
B oard, o r p e rh a p s  a C o u rt of Inqu iry , g o ing  on  close a t h an d , in  an  ad jo in ing  
ro o m  w ith  th e  door open , possib ly , th o u g h  h e  could  n o t see an y  lig h t"  (99). A nd  
our h ea rin g  is en h an ced  b y  w h a t a lm ost seem  to  be  stage  d irections. T he first 
voice is "a  severe voice," w hile  th e  second  is "a  voice th a t you  m ig h t h ave  called 
gentle, th o u g h  it w as n o t so f t—it w as a voice of au thority , a n d  so u n d ed  a t once 
h o p efu l a n d  sad "  (99).
W h en  N iggle  sees h is  T ree com pleted  th is is w h a t T olkien  enables us to 
see: "H e g azed  a t th e  Tree, an d  slow ly h e  lifted  h is  a rm s an d  o p en ed  th em  w ide" 
(104), and , th o u g h  w e m a y  silen tly  re a d  N ig g le 's  w o rd s  from  th e  page, w h en  he  
says " I t's  a gift!" (104) w e can alm ost hear th e  joy  in  h is voice. T he p leasu re  
N igg le  an d  P arish  take  in  w o rk in g  toge ther w h en  Parish  arrives a t th e  s to p p in g  
p lace th a t su d d en ly  m ate ria lized  w h en  N iggle  w as freed  from  th e  W orkhouse  
In firm ary  becom es b o th  v isib le an d  audib le , an d  it w o u ld  be rem arkab le , I th ink , 
if w e could  not h e a r  th e ir lau g h te r w h en  th ey  la te r lea rn  th a t th e ir sub-creation  
h a s  been  n am ed  "N ig g le 's  P arish ." W e m ay  h av e  been  long  cond itioned  to  read  
w o rd s  silen tly  from  th e  p age  on  w h ich  th ey  are  w ritten , b u t th is  is a joyous 
lau g h te r th a t w e can h e a r  in  o u r m inds.
H am m o n d  a n d  Scull's c losing rep ro d u c tio n  of T o lk ien 's  pencil and  
w aterco lou r "T he M isty  M o u n ta in s"  (J.R.R. Tolkien: A rtis t & Illustrator 208) 
p ro v id es u s  w ith  an  o p p o rtu n ity  to  see a re su lt of T olkien  th e  v isual a rtis t 's  ow n  
p e rs is ten t effort to  g ive v isible fo rm  to w h a t h e  en v is ioned  as a life b ey o n d  the 
w o rld  in  w h ich  w e live. W e m a y  n o t h av e  th e  ability  to see th a t T o lk ien 's  N iggle 
h a d  acqu ired  b y  th e  tim e h e  w as able to  look b ey o n d  h is  com p leted  T ree an d  see 
th e  m o u n ta in s  of a fu r th e r d istance; an d  th e  m en  w h o  live on  in  th e  w o rld  from  
w h ich  N igg le  a n d  P arish  h ave  been  tran sp o rted  (an d  th is w o rld  of course is also 
a p ro d u c t of sub-creation) h av e  certa in ly  n o t acqu ired  th a t ability. R e tu rn in g  
briefly  to  th a t w o rld  w e h e a r  P erk ins say  th a t h e  n ev er k n ew  th a t N igg le  p a in ted  
an d  C ouncillo r T om pk ins d ism iss th e  m a n  w h o se  h o u se  h e  h a s  tak en  over as "a  
silly  little  m a n  [...] W orth less in  fact, n o  u se  to  Society a t all" (110). But w e can 
take  som e sm all com fort in  lea rn in g  th a t A tkins at least, d esp ite  th e  fact th a t 
T om pk ins d ism isses his u se fu ln e ss—A tkins is ju s t a schoolm aster, a m em ber of a 
g ro u p  th e  C hancello r feels m ig h t be  b e tte r p u t to w ork  "w ash in g  d ishes in  a 
com m unal k itchen  or som eth ing" (110)—v alu ed  N ig g le 's  life w o rk  en o u g h  to 
save a leaf, o r fragm en t, from  h is T ree a n d  h av e  it fram ed  an d  p laced  in  the 
T ow n  M useum . T h a t M u seu m  m a y  h av e  b u rn e d  to  th e  g ro u n d , tak in g  w ith  it the  
"leaf" th a t A tkins rescued , b u t T o lk ien 's  story, w ith  its lesson of persistence  
rew ard ed , lives on.
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